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Ray keeps 
conspiracy 

claims alive 



WOODY BAIRD 

The Associated Press 

J ames Earl Ray admitted killing the 
Rev. Martin Luther King Jr., no 
question. But that didn’t end the 
questions. Ray has tried for 30 
years to take back his guilty plea, which 
brought him a 99-year sentence. 

The plea has been upheld eight times 
by Tennessee and federal courts. But hip 
cries of frame-up have helped create a 
cottage industry for conspiracy theorists, 
who say he had help or may even have 
been a patsy, taking the blame for other 
conspirators. 

Authorities say they have found no evi- 
dence to charge anyone else in the April 
4, 1968, assassination. Bill Gibbons, chief 
state prosecutor in Memphis, sums up the 
official position this way: “James Earl 

Ray is the convicted killer of Dr. King 

He’s exactly where he belongs.” 

Ray, 70, suffers from terminal liver dis- 
ease and has been in and out of a Nash- 
ville prison hospital in the past year, at 
times lapsing into a coma. His failing 
health has increased calls for him to go to 
trial. 

King’s widow, Coretta Scott King, and 
son Dexter showed up in a Memphis 
courtroom last year to say they thought 
such a trial could help answer the con- 
spiracy allegations. 

Memphis prosecutors launched a new 
investigation into the murder after King’s 
family got involved. But authorities were 


trying to find out whether anyone else 
could be charged in the slaying, not 
whether Ray was innocent. 

An investigation by a U.S. House com- 
mittee on assassinations concluded in 
1978 that Ray killed King but may have 
had help from others before or after the 
shooting. 

Supporters describe Ray as a lifelong, 
small-time crook, and say it’s hard to be- 
lieve he alone could have pulled off the 
assassination and his two-month run from 
authorities, through Canada and Europe. 

Ray did indeed commit numerous mi- 
nor crimes, but he also has admitted sev- 
eral armed robberies. He bought the rifle 
identified as the King murder weapon in 
Alabama and brought it to Memphis. It 
was found near the murder scene, with 
Ray’s fingerprint on it. 

Authorities say Ray apparently stalked 
King to other cities and used an assumed 
name to rent a room in the flophouse 
from which the fatal shot was fired. 

Among those convinced of Ray’s inno- 
cence is the Rev. James Lawson, a black 
minister who helped bring King to Mem- 
phis for a sanitation workers’ strike but 
who has worked with investigators over 
the years to try to find others allegedly 
involved in the killing. 

During Ray's latest efforts to get a trial, 
Lawson said, “James Earl Ray did not do 
it, did not plot it and did not know about 
it on April 4, 1968.” 
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James Earl Ray, confessed assassin of the Rev. 
Martin Luther King Jr., appears in his cell at 
a Nashville prison hospital in March 1997. 



